The Development of Corruption 


By 
Abdullahi Smith (Late) 


I wish first to acknowledge the honour done to me by the request 
that I should deliver the first of the Ali Akilu Memorial Lectures. 
The remarkable reputation, which the late Al-Hajj Ali Akilu 
achieved in this short lifetime, which came to its tragic end five 
years ago, is of course so well established that it is surely 
unnecessary for me to begin this lecture by offering you praise of 
him. Neither indeed, will praise of him from me carry much 
weight, as I have no status in the great world of public affairs in 
which he played such a masterly role. Rather perhaps, I may be 
permitted to show a suitable respect for his memory by the choice 
of the subject on which I wish to speak to you this evening. 


Though distantly related to him by marriage, I did not really come 
into contact with Ali Akilu until the last two years of his life, by 
which time he had already retired from high government office. 
But he was still deeply involved in the public affairs of this 
country. And I came to see him as a man obsessed by the 
conviction that Nigeria, far from being the great developing 
country, which so many of us would have it to be, is a country 
where human society is plunging compulsory into ever greater 
depths of corruption and decay. 


The events of the last few years, culminating in the overthrow of 
the second military regime (of General Yakubu Gowon), have 
amply confirmed his fears. And it is about this great paradox of 
our time —(the paradox of the developing society, which is 
decaying) that I would like to speak to you now. 


I am aware of course that a great deal of talk and writing is already 
going on in the country about the strange corruption into which the 
developing society of Nigeria is sinking. But most of this I find is 
concerned with the superficial systems of the corruption and 
evades any proving of the roots of the disease, perhaps for fear of 
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the pain that this may cause. The present government also has 
already performed a substantial service to the community by the 
measures it has already begun to take for the exposure of the 
corruption in the public service, and is now busy with plans for the 
general eradication of corruption from our society. I do not 
presume to teach them their business, but I form the impression 
that their plans in this direction may possibly acquire some 
reinforcement if developed with due consideration of the 
fundamental issues, which public discussion of the subject of 
social corruption appears at present to avoid. 


The paradox, which we have to resolve is we all accept the 
overriding need of development: development of education, 
development of industry, development of agriculture, development 
of public health service, development administration, community 
development, development of communication and commerce and 
so on, and so on. And we advanced large-scale and complicated 
plans for achieving this. But when we get down to putting these 
into operation, we find that the implementation of the great 
development programmes rapidly creates facilities not so much for 
the development intended but for the social corruption of all sorts. 
The greater the size of the plans indeed, the larger the scale of the 
corruption, which their implementation encourages; and the 
greater the opportunity for the profiteer, the embezzler to take 
control, diverting the efforts that are being made for the benefit of 
the community to their private gain at the community’s expense. 
So that in the end, the only development we see is the 
development of corruption, including ever more sophisticated and 
effective ways of evading its legal consequences. 


One might indeed ask whether there is no terrible inevitability 
about all this. As society develops in the way we plan, as we 
increase our knowledge, do we not inevitably come to know and 
see more evil things? As we expand and diversify our industrial 
production, do we not inevitably produce more and more potential 
instruments of evil? As we extend our social service, do we not 
inevitably make the life of the criminal more and more 
comfortable? As our prosperity increases, enabling us to live the 
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idea of development to some permanently 
better condition in the future is illusory; that this development is 
something that we only achieve up to a point beyond which it 


that every political society, or State as WE Say, goes through a 
process of rise and development, reaches a state of maturity and 


No doubt, there are large elements of truth in these views. But I do 
not quote them to counsel despair or to poke fun at the efforts, 
which men of goodwill are making to resist the spread of 
corruption in our society; rather to underline the gravity of the 
problems, which face us. What may have been true in the past 
need not be true of the future. And in any Case it seems to me that 
God has given man the power to contro] his environment and the 
ability to manage his affairs, and whether he fails or succeeds in 
achieving the development he wants depends not on the existence 
of some mystical Pattern of history, which he cannot alter, but on 
the quality of the goals, which he seeks and the means by which 
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and decay. And here in would say one of the roots of all our 
trouble. The spread of corruption in this country is explained by 
the fact that our development programme is actually, though no 
doubt unintentionally, designed to that end, being intended to 
establish here a replica of the corrupt society of the West. 


Of course it is very difficult for people in this country to accept 
that English-Speaking Western society is in a state of corruption 
and decay. For the image of the West seen by many of those who 
aspire to set that fashion of thought in this country, is quite 
different. They see contemporary Western society as the very 
vanguard of human civilisation, the home of prosperity and 
freedom and progress, with its fine traditions of learning, its 
advanced technology, its democratic institutions of government, 
its tradition of social Justice and so on. And this attitude of 
adulation of the West is the one, which tends to inform public 
policy here. For although there are many people in the country 
who have quite a different idea of the perfect society, such people, 
as is well known, do not have much influence in public affairs. 


Of course this is not to say that our intelligentsia is entirely blind 
and unthinking in its veneration of contemporary Western culture. 
It recent Nigeria’s thought and writing one can certainly discern 
traces of disillusionment with the West. The ideal is undoubtedly 
being modified for Nigeria’s use. Yet it is still the same ideal with 
a details altered here and there; as is to be seen for example in the 
movement for the revival of Nigerian culture, which is going on in 
the country at the present time. The concentration of this 
movement in the field of music and dancing and the remarkable 
neglect of the intellectual side of culture (religion, philosophy, 
political theory, ideals of law), etc: the Wisdom of the Nigerian 
culture heritage) reveals the continuing conviction that in the 
things that really matter, the Nigerian cultural heritage is not worth 
reviving, because the Western ways are the best. And even though 
the content of the traditions, which are being revived, is Nigerian, 
the spirit of the revival is still that of West. For the revival is 
regarded as a revival of “the arts”, and the very conception of the 
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“arts” (their objectives, motivation and social significance) is itself 
a conception derived from the culture of the West. 


It is also the case that there are some things in Western society, 
which none of our intellectuals really favour; such as the way 
coloured people are treated in the USA and Britain, or American 
Policy towards Angola. Yet here again the conviction remains that 
these evil things are not the inevitable result of the normal 
operation of the institutions of Western society, but arise from 
some chance mismanagement, which does not affect the ideal 
nature of the institutions themselves. 


This virtually complete idealisation of contemporary Western 
society in the thought of our intelligentsia is of course basically 
due to the fact that they are Western-educated, having received 
their education either in the schools and Universities of the United 
Kingdom or USA or here in Nigeria where the system and mission 
of education (established in colonial times and Virtually unaltered 


were trained under the Western System, whose professional duty 
has been to convince them of the excellence of contemporary 
Western society. This teaching derives its intellectual 
impressiveness from the striking interpretation of Western history 
on which it is grounded. That is that since the European 
Renaissance of the 15" century Western civilisation has marched 
forward from achievement to achievement, ever conquering new 
fields of knowledge, giving Western man ever greater control over 
the physical World, emancipating him from fear and hunger and 
want, devising ever more just and effective means for the 
management of his affairs, and ensuring for him a future of 
Prosperity and happiness unachieved by any other people at any 
time in the history of mankind. This is the saga, the epic of the 
West that is taught in these schools. And this is the image of the 
West that we know. 


But as I have said, this epic of achievement, progress and great 
expectations for the future, is an interpretation of history. And 
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those of you who have been students of human history, as long as 
I have, will readily appreciate that interpretations of history often 
reflect the prejudices and preconceptions of the interpreter rather 
than actual historical truth. 


I am not suggesting for one moment that what is taught about the 
achievement of Western civilisation in the schools and 
Universities of Nigeria and Western countries is a pack of lies. For 
students of history also know that it is possible (by emphasis and 
omission) to construct a completely false interpretation of history 
without telling any actual un-truths at all. To quote an extreme 
case, are my own masters in the ancient University of Cambridge, 
which I attended on the eve of the Second World War, were easily 
able to convince me (at that time) of the superiority of Western 
civilisation by the simple expedience of teaching me about the 
undoubted achievements of Western man, and nothing else. 


It is noteworthy at the present time that nearly all the textbooks 
available to university students in this country are devoted to 
recording the cultural achievements of Western civilisation. 
Virtually every scientific and technological literature is a record of 
the scientific discoveries and technological achievements of 
Western man. Virtually all textbooks of political theory, 
economics, and technology are the same. Nearly all the so-called, 
“Creative” writing, which our students of literature have to read, is 
the prose and poetry of Western Europe and North America. For 
our students nothing else exists. 


There is no doubt of the great achievements of Western 
civilisation, and it is understandable that man of the Third World 
should in his study of the West forms what is good and useful for 
him in it rather than what is bad. But the truth is that these great 
achievements are not the whole story, not even perhaps the most 
significant part of it for us. For these very achievements have 
generated and nurtured and become inextricably mixed up with 
development of a quite different sort: the development of forces, 
which vitiate the great achievements, forces which spread 
corruption and disintegration in the fabric of Western society, and 
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which at the Presents time threaten to bring this whole Marvellous 
structure tumbling down in a welter of conflict and destruction. 


Scene of social corruption of every conceivable Sort, developing 
on a scale probably unprecedented jn record history. The 
Phenomenal growth of Organised deceit in public life, 
unprecedented increases in Organised crime and general 
lawlessness, profiteering and sharp practice of all kinds on an ever 
increasing Scale in industry and commerce, the spread of 
organised vices, the decay of sexual Morality, the disintegration of 


only the fact of its Corruption, but Why it is corrupt. If we can 
discover why the great endeavour and the undoubted 
achievements of Western man in so many fields of human affairs 
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have nevertheless resulted in the emergence of a corrupt society, 
then when we attempt our own development in these same fields 
we may now, I suppose that we may, regard development as the 
accumulation and effective utilisation of physical and human 
resources for the achievements of socially desirable ends. 
Corruption arises when in this process the resources are diverted 
to other ends that are not socially desirable. This becomes 
successful when this diversion is either undetected or, if detected, 


is not corrected. 


The effective prevention of corruption then requires, first of all, 
that there should be a clear idea as to what is socially desirable and 
what is not, or in other words, a clear distinction between what is 
right and what is wrong; a clear definition of good and evil. Now 
the ideas in this connection, which have developed in the West 
over the last three centuries or so, and which provide Western 
culture with its distinct orientation, are the ideas of liberalism. 
This is a complex system of beliefs including on the side of what 
is socially desirable, things like the encouragement of learning and 
the use of reason, fair play, unselfishness, tolerance and 
kindliness, respect for the dignity of the individual, freedom of 
conscience, open-mindedness, willingness to see other points of 
view, ability to compromise, social justice, equality of 
opportunity, and, the career open to talents. And the side of what 
is not is ignorance and superstition, deceit, arrogance, selfishness 
and privilege, bigotry and fanaticism, tyranny and violence. This 
is a humanistic philosophy in which man and his destiny are the 
central considerations. It is a philosophy of liberty of the 
emancipation of man from ignorance and suffering and 
oppression. It is a philosophy of progress, of confidence in the 
ability of free man to make a better life for himself in the future, to 
go forward conquering over new fields of knowledge and scaling 
ever-new heights of human achievement. In political life it is anti- 
authoritarian, involving a democratic outlook, the idea of 
government by discussion and agreement, the idea of secular 
government (not in the same of atheistic government, but 
government without religious discrimination, without bigotry or 
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that individuality and variety in human opinion and activity is 
better than what is often called “dull uniformity”, 


Now, what socially desirable ends, what image of the ideal society 
emerges from this brief Catalogue of the things, which liberalism 
Stands for? This is rather difficult to Say, because although it is 


essentially controversial, subject to further discussion, something 


freedom from ignorance, suffering and oppression for which they 
are designed. 


Men are not much relieved of the oppression of ignorance, if the 
spread of literacy among them merely enables them to be deceived 
by the lies in the advertisements of the press or the false promises 
in political manifestos. Democracy is not a protection against 
tyranny if it is merely a cloak for the autocracy of the party 
machine or a vehicle for the oppression of one-half of the 
population by the other. Men are not substantially relieved of 
suffering when their health is permanently undermined by the 
excessive consumption of patent medicines, which the advertising 
industry forces them to buy. Government without religious 
discrimination can very easily become government without any 
moral principles as well. The cult of individualism can very easily 
become a vehicle for the achievement of the private ambition of 
individuals at the expense of the community. 


One of the greatest weaknesses of liberalism, however, is to be 
seen in the way in which it has in the West been unable to control 
the direction in which the individualism, which is part and parcel 
of it has developed. In the course of the last two centuries, the 
dominant form of individualism in the Western world, particularly 
in the USA, has become a materialistic individualism, which sees 
the highest form of human endeavour as the accumulation of 
material wealth in the private hands of groups or individuals 
primarily for the satisfaction of the material desires of those who 
posses it and only incidentally, if at all, for the benefit of others. 
This type of individualism with its precise goals in contrast to the 
vagueness of liberalism was able to seize the hegemony of 
Western society because of the role it played in the industrial 
revolution; as a result of which men in the West came to believe 
that large scale industrial development was impossible without the 
driving force of materialistic individualism behind it. But this 
materialistic individualism, though it did in fact produce large- 
scale industrial development in the West, also brought recurrent 
economic crisis there, and the powerful role of big business in the 
escalation of the various wars in which the West has recently been 
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involved is well-known. It has moreover brought great corruption 
in Western society. 


In the matter of development, wherever it became dominant, as in 
the USA, it established the view that the diversion of material 
wealth intended for the effective achievement of socially desirable 
ends, into the pockets of individuals. This is what I have called 
corruption and which in a way they viewed the diversion of 
resources from the community as actually necessary for the 
healthy development of society. That is to say, the enormous 
wealth accumulated in private hands should on no account be use 
for the social development of the community as a whole, unless, 
which was of course unlikely, there was adequate profit in it for 
those who possessed the wealth (adequate profit meaning the 
maximum profit from munitions of war, which is socially 
valueless (but productive of much profit). It means that socially 
valuable activity like the employment of factory workers must 
cease immediately the profit margin falls below a certain figure; 
and the industrial unemployment becomes a permanent feature of 
Western society. 


Alternatively, if demand falls off it may often be revived by 
underhand means: by setting the public relations consultant and 
the advertiser to persuade people to buy things they do not want or 
need. Under this system of thought the sole object of education is 
to learn to make money and to achieve a sound exploitative 
relationship with one’s fellow men. Young men and women 
through the medium of Western economic science are trained 
never to do anything without an adequate material incentive. So 
the richest men in the country, who have successfully resisted the 
temptation to pay taxes or otherwise waste their wealth in social 
development, become the elite, competent to counsel and advise 
the community and generally set the fashions of thought in it. 


The corruption of contemporary Western society is a fact. What I 
am suggesting here is that this corruption is largely due to the 
weakness and decay of the liberal outlook on the one hand and the 
strength of the materialist individualism of the West on the other. 
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What does it mean for us in Nigeria? Well it obviously means that 
we must give up our uncritical imitation of the thought patterns of 
the Western world. Those traditions of thought have spread 
corruption in Western society, and will, if we continue to follow 
them, do exactly the same here. In fact one has to look around to 
see the corruption into which our long-standing imitation of 
modern Westem thought has already plunged us. 


The defect of liberation is that it is associated with a weak and 
vague social morality. The defect of materialistic individualism is 
that it is destructive of all social morality. But what we need, in 
order to eradicate corruption from our society and achieve 
effective social development, is a strong social morality, which 
will help us define the goals of our development and enable us to 
keep control of the means (including the technology) by which we 
achieve it. The question is where shall we find it? 


Of course in spite of the corruption to which they give rise, the 
West clings to its traditions of thought. This is no doubt because 
they are natural to it, having developed out of the history of the 
West itself, and form part, indeed the basis, of its cultural heritage. 
It is also because the only alternative, which the West confidently 
knows is Marxism, which is the extreme negation of the Western 
cultural heritage and which the West so greatly fears. 


But for us this decaying liberalism and this strong materialistic 
individualism are not natural, they are only been forced on us in 
recent times. Moreover, they run sharply counter to the grain of 
the Nigerian cultural heritage. And this is the most important point 
I wish to make to you this evening. If we want a strong social 
morality, which will carry us forward in development, we do not 
have to bring it from the other side of the world, from countries 
we do not know and peoples we do not properly understand. We 
can find it there: in the abandoned and forgotten traditions of the 
cultural heritage of this country. 


Now the people of Nigeria are the heirs of a remarkable rich 
cultural heritage and it is not easy to summarise in a few words the 
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fundamental ideas, which it embraces. But at the risk of distortion 
and gross Over-simplification, it may perhaps be said that it 
involves among infinity of other things, two very striking and 
pervasive traditions of thought. 


First, there can be no doubt at all that the intellectual traditions, 


great religions (including the non-deistic religion of Marxism). 
Obviously, if one believes that social morality is something, which 


More than half the people of this country, I believe, are Muslims, 
and their cultural heritage is Islamic. This gives them 
automatically a strong social discipline to hold on to, if the Islamic 
law of politico-social relations were enforced among them. 
Similarly, there is a substantial Nigerian Christian Community, 
heirs to the culture of Christianity, which involves a strong social 


which is all forgotten now. Much the same thing might no doubt 
be said about other religions that continue to be followed in 
Nigeria. In the Nigerian cultural heritage, I am sure that we can 
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find codes of social conduct of great authority and strength 
because they have the force of religion behind them. 


Secondly, the ancient traditions of thought in Nigeria are 
essentially collectivist in nature. The welfare of the family in its 
various forms of extensions, of the village group, of the wider 
cultural community, and so on, was in days gone by, and still 
appears to be a very large extent a consideration of prime 
importance, restraining and overriding the private ambitions of 
individuals. The word jama’a and corresponding terms in other 
Nigerian languages are some of the most frequently used 
expression in our social intercourse: while it is hard to find in the 
speech of this country, which express the concept of the 
“autonomous individual” with all the implications that it has in the 
modern West. Surely, here also in the Nigerian cultural heritage is 
an ideal from which we can derive a valuable code of social co- 
operation and service to the community such as is urgently 
required if we are to have any real development in this country. 


I am not of course suggesting that there has never been any 
indigenous corruption in Nigeria’s society. But what I do believe 
is that in the Nigerian cultural heritage, we can find standards of 
socio-political behaviour, which if properly accepted and enforced 
will enable us to resist that corruption effectively. 


It is indeed the case that vast populations in this country continue 
to live in this old world of religion and collective social 
endeavour. But the leadership of society has passed out of their 
hands into those of Western-educated elite and the people they 
influence by their teaching in the schools and by the fashion of life 
they set in the cities. For them a massive re-education is required. 
And this can only be done by the development of sound moral 
training at all levels in the public schools. And similarly in the 
Universities, ethical studies based on the moral codes of religions 
practiced in this county must be made the basis of the training of 
teachers, administrators and technologists. There is nothing like 
this being at present. But with the UPE (Universal Primary 
Education) programme and foundation of the new Universities, I 
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believe we have an Opportunity to commence the establishment of 
the social morality necessary to put an end to the development of 
corruption. 


Abdullahi Smith (Late) 
(Being the First Memorial Lecture Delivered in Honour of Alhaji Ali 


Akilu, The Secretary to the Premier and Head of Service of the former 
Northern Regional Government of Ni geria in January 1976) 


175 


